This is an unnerving, almost inconceivable idea — that human beings could become
so warped as to actually desire their own destruction. But horribly, they embrace it
not like a martyr embraces his death for the greater glory of God, but as a satisfac-
tion in itself. Hell is what some men finally and irrevocably desire. It is the terrible
object of their love.

For this reason, Virgil sternly rebukes Dante, who is feeling sympathy for poor
sinners like the young couple who couldn’t wait until marriage, and thunders to
him:

Are you, as well, a fool?

Piety thrives here when pity dies.

Who is more blameable than he who weeps

When he beholds the judgement of the Lord? (Canto 20)

No, God has forsaken no one — it is the sinners who have forsaken Him in trying to
subordinate His law to their desires. Dante illustrates well how sin as an act made
with free will results in coveting separation from God. Men go to hell actively, and
of their own volition.

The circle of the lustful presents a particular challenge to the modern mind. Part of
the reason for this is the human mistake to confuse this grave sin with love. The
lustful person deceives himself by thinking he has performed some service to the
partner of his sin. But this is in direct opposition to love, because it gives prece-
dence to selfish desire rather than the desire for the true good of the other person.
This reduces the other to an object for the gratification of pleasure. Dante sees this
when he enters the second circle of hell:

I learned that to such torment are condemned
The sinners of the flesh, who vilely yield
Their reason to their carnal appetite. (Canto 5)

Love ought to be a bond between two whole human beings. It is not an automatic
fit between people, as in the case of Pyramus and Thisbe, nor an accident, like the
potion-induced passion of Tristan and Yseult, but instead, something we create
through effort and adjustment. When people are attracted to one another only
physically, this is called Just.



